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Many older women feel a deep connection to their possessions and these possessions 
relate to their sense of self and their identity. In order to best capture and honor the stories told 
by older women about their possessions, mindful listening and media was employed in this case 
study. These valuable tools enabled the researcher to be present with the participants, deepening 
their level communication. Mindful listening was beneficial for interviewing others as it allowed 
listeners to truly hear someone else’s story by increasing their self-awareness, presence, and 
curiosity. This case study is directed toward laying a foundation for others to practice more 
mindful awareness in their interviewing skills and therefore inspire more empathy when 
interviewing older women (adults) about their meaningful possessions. Five women who are 64 




I would first like to recognize my loving, supportive family and friends for their part in 
this thesis. I feel so incredibly grateful for all of the love and encouragement you have provided 
while I took this journey. Without you, this thesis would not have been possible. I love you all so 
much. 
To the women who opened their homes and shared their life stories with me, thank you. 
This thesis would not be what it is without your willingness to open your heart to a stranger. I 
truly appreciate your time and hospitality. I hope this thesis brings you joy. 
Last but not least, I would like to thank my committee members. Thank you to my 
chairperson, Phyllis, for meeting with me and providing me with guidance throughout this 




Table of Contents 
 
     Page 
List of Tables  ........................................................................................................................ 6 
Chapter 
 I. Introduction  ............................................................................................................... 7 
 II. Literature Review ...................................................................................................... 13 
   Downsizing: Losing, Letting Go, and Passing On Possessions  .......................... 13 
   Possessions: Ties to Memory, Identity, and Relationships  ................................. 14 
   Possessions and Attachment  ............................................................................... 15 
   Possessions and Legacy  ...................................................................................... 17 
   Emotion and Possessions  .................................................................................... 20 
   Gender and Possessions  ...................................................................................... 21 
   Importance of Examining Identity and Emotion in Possession  
         Storytelling  .................................................................................................... 24 
   Elements of an Approach to Capture Older Adults’ Stories Behind 
         Possessions  .................................................................................................... 25 
 III. Methods ..................................................................................................................... 27 
   Sample ................................................................................................................. 27 
   Procedure  ............................................................................................................ 29 
   Analysis ............................................................................................................... 32 
 IV. Findings ..................................................................................................................... 34 
   The Participants/Demographic Information  ....................................................... 34 
   Initial Interview  ................................................................................................... 35 
5 
  
Chapter   Page 
   Follow-up Interview ............................................................................................ 43 
 V. Analysis ..................................................................................................................... 46 
   Shaping/Blossoming the Identity/Story  .............................................................. 49 
   Relating to the Identity/Story of Others  .............................................................. 51 
   Filling In (or not)/Connecting: The Intersection of Own Stories 
         with Others  .................................................................................................... 52 
   Liberation: Connecting Creates the Ability to Blossom or Transform 
         Self-Doubt into a Self-Actualized Person  ..................................................... 54  
   If It Is Difficult, There is an Understanding That They Have on 
         Some Level that it May Still Transform, This Object is a 
         Necessary Tool for Transformation  .............................................................. 55  
   Limitations  .......................................................................................................... 57 
   Conclusion  .......................................................................................................... 58 
References  ............................................................................................................................. 60 
Appendices 
 A. Informed Consent Form  ............................................................................................ 63 
 B. Photo/Video Release Form  ....................................................................................... 64 
 C. Demographic Questionnaire  ..................................................................................... 65 
 D. Photographs of Participants’ Possessions  ................................................................. 65 




List of Tables 
 
Table    Page 
 1. Demographic Information  ......................................................................................... 34 
 2. Meaningful Possessions Chosen by Participants  ...................................................... 35 
 3. Meaningful Possessions and Life Events  .................................................................. 41 





Chapter I: Introduction 
 
“It is ironic that at a time at which elders possess the ability to share profound 
wisdom about the meaning of their life experiences and have been able to 
represent and retrieve its meaning in the world of artifacts, they are confronted 
with the loss of good physical and mental health and intimate social relationships 
of family and friends.” (Phenice & Griffore, 2013, p. 748) 
Throughout our life, we accumulate materials that bring us comfort and functionality 
(Ekerdt, Luborsky, & Lysack, 2012). As time passes, people find themselves surrounded with 
reminders of their life, past achievements and those who lived life with them (Ekerdt et al., 
2012). Many people form emotional attachments to these possessions and have a desire to share 
their story about their belongings with others (Ekerdt et al., 2012). All of these items, no matter 
how large or small, carry a story behind them. Possessions which have been passed down for 
generations or which mark a particularly significant event (e.g., a wedding) are often part of a 
person’s most basic sense of self and identity. 
In order to best capture and honor the stories told by older adults about their possessions, 
mindful listening must be practiced. Mindful listening is described as bringing your awareness to 
the present moment and “Requires you to see, hear, and feel with your whole being” (Shafir, 
2003, p. 34). With a variety of distractions and a lack of self-awareness, some people may find 
the practice of mindful listening difficult (Shafir, 2003). However, it is important to practice this 
type of listening to truly hear and understand the stories and wisdom older adults have to share. 
Prior to this case study, I had the opportunity to talk with older adults about their 
belongings and many have expressed deep emotion for them. I noticed that what they were really 
8 
  
sharing with me was their history that was and is still important to them, as well as what has 
shaped them into who they are now. They also shared with me deep concerns about what will 
happen to their belongings after they die. Some older adults stated that they do not know where 
their possessions will go. They also worry if anybody will know the story about the cherished 
belongings and how it is connected to who they are. In some cases, it is not always feasible for 
adult children to keep someone’s belongings, even if they are interested. Either way, it can be 
hurtful to an older adult to learn someone is not interested or is unable to take their personal 
possessions. The importance of what families, caregivers, and friends can do to learn from older 
adults should not be forgotten. 
During my undergraduate degree at a university in the Midwest, one gerontology 
assignment I completed involved interviewing an older adult about their aging experience. I 
chose to interview someone I did not know by reaching out to my professor. This professor put 
me in touch with someone from the community who I then contacted to establish a meeting time 
and place. During the interview, we learned that we had a lot in common with each other and 
continued talking over the years. When I began writing this thesis, I shared with this person that I 
was interested in researching stories about older adults and their meaningful possessions in a 
mindful manner. She told me that she was very interested in participating in my research and 
wanted to share her own experiences and knowledge on the topic. This is one example of who 
older adults tell their stories to. 
Older adults share stories about their possessions to many people: family members, 
friends, neighbors, acquaintances, caretakers, and researchers. Each one of these interactions is 
important. Even when selling cherished belongings, some older adults have reported telling 
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buyers some of the backstory about the possession’s origins (Ekerdt & Addington, 2015). 
Families, caregivers, and friends need to listen mindfully, which means to be present 
and listen with compassion and curiosity to older adults’ life stories. Previous research has 
found that older adults are emotionally attached to their belongings. This has initiated new 
research to learn how older adults can work through their emotions and give away, sell, or 
donate their belongings if they need to downsize (Ekerdt & Baker, 2014; Kroger & Adair, 
2008; Larsson Ranada & Hagberg, 2014; Lindley & Wallace, 2015; Luborsky, Lysack, & 
Van Nuil, 2011; Phenice & Griffore, 2013; Price, Arnould, & Curasi, 2000). The danger of 
downsizing, however, may ignore the needs of older adults and invalidate their emotions, 
sense of identity, wisdom, and their life history. Mindful listening and the use of technology 
(e.g., video and audio recording) can help families, friends, and caregivers learn about older 
adults and their belongings while also preserving the elders’ life history. 
According to Ekerdt and Baker (2014), older adults who age in place do not always feel 
the need to downsize because they do not intend to move into a smaller space. They also found 
that people over the age of 50 were less likely to get rid of their belongings. Due to increased 
age, older adults may have more belongings to manage than those who are 50 years of age or 
younger. As Ekerdt, Sergeant, Dingel, and Bowen (2004) found, “The stock and store of one’s 
things tend to accumulate across the course of life so that the more mature the mover, the more 
there is to move” (p. S265). 
As adults age, there are a variety of circumstances that often force them to move from 
their homes into smaller spaces and find other places for their possessions (Ekerdt & Addington, 
2015). Even those who are not forced to relocate may wish to simplify their lives (as there is an 
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increasing percentage of older adults who prefer to “age in place” and can stay living 
independently in their homes) then are tasked with trying to pass on their possessions (Luborsky 
et al., 2011). These individuals may suddenly face not only the stress and logistics of 
downsizing, but also the difficulty of having to let go of belongings before they are ready due to 
unforeseen circumstances. Without being mentally prepared to do so, they may feel that they are 
losing not just their possessions, but the memories associated with them. 
An older adults’ emotional investment in their possessions may conflict with how little 
other people value them. Sometimes this conflict is a result of culture. In a more individualistic 
society such as the United States, for instance, adult children may be more likely to adopt a more 
pragmatic, non-emotional attitude towards possessions (Marx, Solomon, & Miller, 2004). The 
schism between older adults’ attachment to belongings and loved one’s lack of attachment is  also 
affected by individual relationships; older adults may not be close with their loved ones, or 
experience personal conflicts. Adult children’s personal values, too, may not align with the 
values that their older parents hold in relation to their possessions (Ekerdt et al., 2004). 
Therefore, when faced with the unexpected task of having to deal with their possessions, older 
adults may find themselves desperate to find anyone or anyplace that will respect and take care 
of their items (Marx et al., 2004). 
This situation may be made worse by how much these possessions are tied to identity. As 
Belk (1988) states, “A key to understanding what possessions mean is recognizing that, 
knowingly or unknowingly, intentionally or unintentionally, we regard possessions as parts of 
ourselves” (as cited in Ekerdt et al., 2004, par. 68). The loss of personal belongings, therefore, 
can feel like a loss (or even death) of identity. This is particularly true with family heirlooms that 
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are often even more deeply tied to sense of self. The strong connections to identity can make it 
extremely painful and even traumatic for older adults to simply sell or donate their possessions 
(Ekerdt & Baker, 2014). They often want someone to value their possessions–and thus their 
memories, stories, and identities–as much as they do. 
Even when loved ones value the possessions of their elders, the increasing population 
size of the United States and decreasing living spaces often make keeping these possessions 
difficult for older adults. In fact, older adults who assume that identity and possessions are 
inescapably attached can become “trapped by their things,” paralyzed by “the task of 
disbandment” (Ekerdt et al., 2004, par. 71). It can be healing for older adults to recognize that the 
stories attached to their possessions can live in other ways. Those who practice life history and 
life review have long recognized the importance of helping older adults’ stories, identities, and 
legacies live on (Price et al., 2000; Tamura-Lis, 2017; Whitmore, 2001). 
While literature on life history and life review offers a great deal of wisdom on how to 
preserve older adults’ stories, there is a lack of attention in “popular helping literature” on the 
“narrative importance of cherished possessions” (Price et al., 2000, p. 197). In my review of 
scholarly literature on older adults and possessions, I similarly found a relatively limited amount 
of scholarship focusing on possessions. A new approach is needed that can help older adults 
preserve their stories and identities, even when the possessions are lost. The purpose of this 
thesis is to lay a foundation that responds to the following question: How can families, 
caregivers, and friends listen to older adults’ stories in a way that preserves, validates, and 




Research has found that women are typically more attached to their homes and 
possessions (Shenk, Kuwahara, & Zablotsky, 2004). Additionally, research has also found that 
women are more likely to perform emotional labor and that they are the ones more likely to 
make decisions about what possessions to keep (Strazdins & Broom, 2004). For these reasons, I 
chose to interview older women about their meaningful possessions to better understand how 




Chapter II: Literature Review 
Downsizing: Losing, Letting Go, and Passing On Possessions 
Older adults continue to age, they may need to make their space more functional, or they 
may even need to move into assisted living or a nursing home. These individuals may then be 
faced with the task of downsizing. There are a number of different reasons older adults may 
downsize. First, there is a societal trend toward a more practical style of living. Some older 
adults decide to downsize to free themselves from the burdens of their belongings (Ekerdt et al., 
2004). Another reason is what Luborsky et al. (2011) calls “body time”, which can be a decrease 
in health, increase in chronic conditions, and loss of bodily functions. Some older adults 
experience an abrupt move into downsized homes, sheltered accommodation or residential care 
homes, which Lindley and Wallace (2015) describe as “placing in age” (p. 20:2). These 
individuals may not only have to adapt to losing aspects of their autonomy and having their 
living circumstances largely controlled by staff, they will also lose many of their possessions 
(Lindley & Wallace, 2015). 
The task of downsizing can be more than a one-time occurrence of organizing personal 
possessions (Ekerdt et al., 2004; Luborsky et al., 2011). It is a process that occurs over an 
extended amount of time due to the forethought and planning that can occur before disbandment 
of things can even take place (Ekerdt & Sergeant, 2006). Downsizing involves a number of 
emotions, stories, and choices about what to do with possessions (Luborsky et al., 2011). It can 
bring personal, family, social, and cultural life together and therefore can be a very complicated, 
emotional process (Luborsky et al., 2011). 
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Possessions: Ties to Memory, Identity, and Relationships 
 
What happens to the possessions themselves is important to many older adults. As the 
elder may have changed throughout their life, the meaningful possession is likely to remain 
unchanged and still holds personal meaning or memory (Tobin, 1996). If they are able to bring 
some of their belongings with them, these objects could provide a sense of continuity, stability, 
and comfort, making the move more successful (Phenice & Griffore, 2013). Ekerdt et al. (2012) 
found that older adults who made plans as to where or who belongings would go to reported 
positive feelings about their downsizing experience. Cherished possessions that were originally 
given to someone, but then given to someone else still resulted in positive outcomes for the older 
adult. This is even more satisfying since more people were interested in the item (Ekerdt et al., 
2012). Often, however, older adults may experience loss and grief due to losing their cherished 
possessions (Phenice & Griffore, 2013). 
The loss or transfer of possessions can create such strong emotions, because they can 
connect an elder with others, past events, and past selves (Phenice & Griffore, 2013). 
Throughout people's lives, they accumulate belongings for the purpose of living, but also 
to provide meaning to their personal identity. During late adulthood, losses of spouse, friends, 
social context, and abilities highlight the importance of cherished possessions and signify their 
anchor in an elder’s sense of personal identity (Kroger & Adair, 2008). Many older adults have 
reported holding memories and feelings surrounding a possession, and these memories are often 
central to someone’s identity (Phenice & Griffore, 2013). Their many ties to identity, memory, 
and emotion makes the study of older adults’ possessions an important area of research in 




Possessions ties to human relationships also make them highly influential to identity. 
 
Relationships can provide older adults with support, comfort, and connection, as well as 
preserving their physical continuity throughout generations. Possessions have been found to link 
elders to their family across generations, both in the past and in the future. Objects have been 
found to serve as an anchor during times of change. Life may change dramatically, but the story 
about cherished possessions can remain constant. They remind an elder who they once were, 
who they are now, how they are connected to a certain time or place, both in the past and in the 
future. These possessions may fill voids where loved ones used to be, especially as older adults 
experience the death of family and friends (Whitmore, 2001). Older adults also form emotional 
bonds and relationships with the possessions themselves (Cipriani et al., 2009). 
Possessions and Attachment 
 
The personal possessions may only have value to their owner because of their personal 
attachment and emotion with the items. However, these possessions and their history can be 
shared with others in their community, therefore increasing the value of the possession (Tobin, 
1996). While possessions can serve as reminders of past achievements and functional resources, 
some older adults may become burdened by their belongings (Ekerdt & Baker, 2014). For 
example, if an older person needs to downsize to a smaller living space, the process of getting rid 
of items may cause burden the individual, and possibly their families and friends. This example 
could create an intergenerational burden (Ekerdt & Sergeant, 2006). While the owner of the 
possessions may wish to handle sorting out their belongings on their own, this cannot always 
happen. It is therefore important to understand that the older adult’s possessions are not just a 
burden or an item that only creates value for the owner, but can also be catalysts to communicate 
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and learn from the older generation. Involvement of outside people is often needed, such as 
family members and friends, making the “material convoy” a public matter (Ekerdt & Baker, 
2014, p. 442). 
The task of managing possessions is itself highly relational. Family members are often 
the main outlet when elders look to pass down their possessions, but friends and neighbors may 
also acquire their possessions (Ekerdt et al., 2004; Ekerdt et al., 2012). Ekerdt & Sergeant (2006) 
believe that family is often the first people elders look to when giving away possessions due to 
convenience and maybe practicality. As the family structure has been changing in recent years, 
there is more discussion in research about what will happen to older adult’s possessions. Marx et 
al. (2004) noted “Couples now typically have fewer children than in the past, family members 
live greater distances apart, and people marry later and delay childbearing. Consequently, there 
are fewer children and grandchildren to be recipients of cherished possessions” (par. 8). This can 
also be concerning to some older adults as they try to keep family heirlooms within their family 
(Marx et al., 2004). Often times, older adults have a limited amount of family to choose who to 
hand an item down to, while also attempting to avoid family conflicts (Marx et al., 2004). 
Tobin (1996) found that some older adults have closer relationships with their adult 
children rather than grandchildren. This makes it more likely for older adults to pass on their 
belongings to their own children (Tobin, 1996). This is also due to an older adult not knowing 
what their grandchildren would be interested in (Tobin, 1996). In a study conducted by Larsson 
Ranada and Hagberg (2014), participants often talked about their own parents, their adult 




Social and cultural norms in the United States can influence the way in which older 
adults downsize (Luborsky et al., 2011). Luborsky et al. (2011) found that older adults did not 
just come to a decision to downsize by themselves, but that family and friends often influenced 
their decision. It is important to note that the decision does not always reflect the need to 
downsize, but also to strengthen family relations by bringing family together, either 
metaphorically or geographically (Luborsky et al., 2011). 
Possessions and Legacy 
 
Because of their ties to identity and relationships, many older adults living in the United 
States have a strong desire to pass on their cherished possessions. They want to share their 
history and achievements with next generations while also preserving their legacy (Curasi, Price 
& Arnould, 2011; Marx et al., 2004; Whitmore, 2001). Passing on special possessions is also a 
way to ensure a good home for the item, especially when it is very important to the family’s 
legacy and values. In order to do this, though, an elder must hang onto their possessions through 
their life, and when they pass it on they must relate the meaning of the object through a story. 
This often means that family members need to be close, in both the physical and 
relational sense (Curasi et al., 2011). 
Passing on possessions and/or gifts to future generations provides older adults with a 
sense that their self will endure through time, even when the body dies (Price et al., 2000; Tobin, 
1996). Price et al. (2000) found that older adults who pass on their possessions are especially 




Cherished possessions can act as a “portal” in which older adults can share their wisdom 
with future generations, as they reflect on what their life experiences mean for them (Phenice & 
Griffore, 2013). 
Some older adults may need to know that their belongings and identity have a place and 
purpose in the world. In order to give older adults validation, it is important for loved ones and 
community members to ask elders about their possessions (Curasi et al., 2011). People need to 
express care and a desire to know the knowledge and wisdom contained in possessions. 
Some scholars have observed that the actual passing on of the possessions can help 
preserve some older adult’s integrity (Marx et al., 2004; Whitmore, 2001).  Older adults often put 
a lot of time, care, and thought into who they pass their belongings onto. Sometimes elders will 
give a cherished object to someone outside a family if they know this other person will appreciate 
and take care of it. This process is referred to as the “Final Gift Exchange” (Marx et al., 2004, 
par. 4). It is important to many older adults that the recipient be interested in and respectful of 
their cherished possessions. Tobin (1996) found that older adults reported a connection between 
their legacy, historical past, and personal identity to their cherished belongings. When an elder 
engages in the “Final Gift Exchange”, they are then giving someone a piece of their identity 
(Marx et al., 2004). 
The integrity of older adults’ stories and identity can be protected by mindfully passing 
on these objects to others (Whitmore, 2001). There are two contexts that surround safe passage 
of possessions in later life: protection of family heirlooms and other valuables and passing on the 
legacy of self (Ekerdt et al., 2012). Older adults have spent their entire lives accumulating 
possessions and many build a story around each item (Ekerdt et al., 2012). This makes many 
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people consider their belongings an extension of themselves (Ekerdt et al., 2012). Passing  
heirlooms on to others is also a way of “Gift Wrapping Ourselves,” meaning that possessions can 
serve as a means to surpassing mortality (Ekerdt et al., 2012, par. 7). 
Older adults often prefer to be the ones who choose the future of their belongings as a 
way to ensure the future owner respects and cherishes the object, even after the elder has died 
(Curasi et al., 2011). Holstein and Gubrium (2000) stated “An essential element in the successful 
transfer of an object is that the receivers understand the significance of the object to the giver 
and/or to family history” (as cited in Marx et al., 2004, par. 40). In other words, it is important to 
learn the stories behind possessions. By sharing stories about possessions, older adults can 
preserve their belongings but also their identity. Participants in one study reported that it is 
essential to them that they tell the story about personal property, when attempting to preserve the 
item. This indicates how important possessions are to personal identity and family distinction 
(Curasi et al., 2011). Families, friends, and caregivers are all encouraged to talk with their loved 
ones about the future of their possessions and where they want them to go. One study done by 
Marx et al. (2004) found that when older adults talked with their families about what they 
wanted, it encouraged the elder from unknowingly throwing things away that someone else 
wanted. These conversations could ease some of the painful emotions associated with not 
knowing what possessions others want or thinking that their loved ones do not want any of their 
belongings. 
Further research is needed to better understand how to preserve older adults’ cherished 




this, it is also necessary to help create opportunities for older adults to share their stories and that 
people take time to learn from and have empathy for their value (Price et al., 2000). 
Emotion and Possessions 
 
Emotionally, there is a lot at stake with how we treat older adults and their possessions. 
As described above, possessions are connected to identity, memory, and relationships. They are 
also tied to a sense of purpose, belonging, and legacy. Indeed, Curasi et al. (2011) believes that 
the prevalence of older adult’s anxiety when talking about possessions may stem from the fear of 
losing their identity, future generations forgetting family traditions, no one wanting the cherished 
possessions, or changes in family structure. 
Older adults have stronger emotional attachments to certain kinds of possessions. There 
are a variety of different reasons an older adult may choose to keep certain possessions. Some 
older adults have reported keeping things for both function and meaning (Ekerdt et al., 2004). 
When analyzing what types of possessions held the most value to older adults, Larsson Ranada 
and Hagberg (2014) had participants pick out three items that they would take with them if they 
had to move into assisted living or a nursing home. The researchers found that many of the 
participants chose practical items (e.g., computer) as well as items that had previously been 
stated as valuable (e.g., photographs). Others keep belongings for the same reason they first 
acquired it. Over time, however, elders may develop a relationship with the belonging and feel 
the need to keep it and give it the respect they feel it deserves (Dant, 1999 as cited in Ekerdt et 
al., 2004). 
Of course, older adults are likely to keep items that represent connections to their identity 
and relationships. Objects are often kept because they are reflections on who we are and have 
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been (Ekerdt et al., 2004). Larsson Ranada and Hagberg (2014) studied how older adults who are 
aging in place decide what belongings to keep and why. Many of the valuable items were 
possessions that connected the elder to their ancestors, and that they intended to give to their 
adult children or grandchildren. Common possessions that older adults reported having special 
value to were belongings they inherited from their parents or grandparents such as furniture, 
photos, and memorabilia (Larsson Ranada & Hagberg, 2014). Similarly, Tobin (1996) found that 
photos and furniture were the most common items reported to hold the most significance to an 
older adult. While some objects are kept for sentimental reasons, different objects are kept for a 
variety of other reasons: their beauty, future reminiscing or re-purposing, or re-use in the future, 
or simply because the items can be stored (Ekerdt et al., 2004). 
Of interest here, however, are the possessions that are more strongly tied to identity and 
relationships. It is these possessions that are most influential in shaping how “at home” an older 
adult feels in the end stage of life. After all, possessions can sustain the continuity of self through 
time. It serves as a reminder that the elder is still who they used to be, just in a different moment 
in time. Possessions symbolize past, present, and future selves of older adults (Cross & Markus, 
1991, as cited in Ekerdt et al., 2004). Given these ties to self, it is important to examine not only 
the decisions older adults make about where to place their possessions, but the emotional 
dimensions of these decisions. This area has received little research (Price et al, 2000). 
Gender and Possessions 
 
Researchers have examined the interplay of gender and older people’s relationships to 
their belongings. Many women have traditionally been socialized to care about their property, 
and to care for certain kinds of belongings (Shenk et al., 2004). Each generation has commonly 
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shared possessions. Cipriani et al. (2009), for instance, interviewed fourteen participants (ten 
women and four men) who were all Caucasian. The researchers reported that older women’s top 
three cherished possessions as “photographs, stuffed animals/dolls, and electronics”. These 
researchers also found that older women seem to be most concerned with losing furniture due to 
lack of space, whereas older men are usually concerned about having space for work and 
recreation (Cipriani et al., 2009). 
Gender socialization has also affected who manages and makes decisions about 
possessions. The focus on women is of importance due to women typically outliving their male 
spouses. In Ekerdt and Baker’s (2014) research, they found that women are more involved with 
managing household possessions. Women’s identities were closely tied to their home, family, 
and possessions. Shenk et al. (2004) interviewed four older women who had lost their spouses to 
better understand how women are attached to their homes and possessions. Most of the women 
interviewed used words like “comfort” or “comfortable” to describe their home (Shenk et al., 
2004). As these women have aged, their homes and possessions have shaped their own personal 
identities. Even their relationships with family members reflects the meaning of their home and 
certain possessions. Women’s longer life expectancy also affects older adults’ relationships with 
possessions. Two studies found that since women outnumber men in old age, older women are 
more likely to be the ones who make decisions about possessions (England, 2010; Mannino & 
Duetsch, 2007 as cited in Ekerdt & Baker, 2014). The task of decision-making regarding 
possessions puts much of the responsibility on to women. 
Emotional labor, or emotional work, can be described as the work someone does to have 
empathy for another person’s situation, and to take on these feelings as one’s own (England & 
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Farkas, 1986 as cited in Strazdins & Broom, 2004). This labor typically occurs within families as 
a way to build intimate, close relationships (Strazdins, 2000 as cited in Strazdins & Broom, 
2004). Examples of emotional labor can include helping someone else, showing someone 
appreciation, and listening to someone’s concerns (Strazdins & Broom, 2004). These tasks are 
often time consuming and can limit the time spent on other activities, but it can also be work that 
is “invisible, unacknowledged, or devalued” (Strazdins & Broom, 2004, p. 357). Previous 
research has found that women generally perform emotional labor within their families and that 
this work is interwoven with how much they feel cared for and supported by others (Duncome & 
Marsden, 1995; Erickson, 1993 as cited in Strazdins & Broom, 2004). Due to the likelihood that 
older women are the ones who handle the decisions about household possessions, they are more 
likely to be the ones taking on the emotional labor. This work comes with making thoughtful 
arrangements of placing their own possessions, but also the belongings of their ancestors, spouse, 
and grown children. 
There are often differences between the ways in which women and men think about 
managing personal possessions. Larsson Ranada and Hagberg’s (2014) study found that women 
tend to recall memories of being in charge of going through their own parents or in-law’s 
belongings, while men do not tend to report these memories. Mindful of their own past 
experiences, the women in their study insisted that they would not burden their own grown 
children with the responsibility of going through their belongings. Most of the men, however, 
stated that they would leave their belongings for their grown children to manage after their death. 
Larsson Ranada and Hagberg (2014) suggest further research in determining the concerns older 
adults who live alone have in regard to their possessions after they die. Similarly, future research 
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should consider women who held professional careers outside the home, never married, and/or  
had children. This could provide insight into how these women are connected to their homes and 
possessions (Shenk et al., 2004). 
Importance of Examining Identity and Emotion in  
Possession Storytelling 
 
Despite the obvious and influential connections between possessions and identity, 
research has yet to understand the relationships between cherished possessions and who they are 
during late adulthood. Kroger and Adair (2008) note the lack of research on possessions from an 
identity perspective to understand the symbolic meanings and functions of cherished possessions 
to identity maintenance and revision in late life. Kroger and Adair (2008) suggest that future 
researchers should be able to more fully describe how older adults’ cherished possessions are 
meaningful to them, including how the meanings of these possessions lives beyond the life of the 
older adult. There is a need to explore how older adults handle issues of identity maintenance 
and revision throughout time. 
In an ideal world, some people would keep their possessions until the end of their life 
(Phenice & Griffore, 2013). Ekerdt et al. (2012) found that some older adults stored their 
treasured belongings after moving in an effort to protect the item and preserve the memory. 
Komter (2001) stated “For example, it is impossible for some people to throw anything away: for 
them the things with which they have surrounded themselves, represent inalienable and highly 
cherished memories” (p. 59). Personal property can define to others and ourselves who we are. 
They can show symbolic, social, and cultural meanings. It is not the object itself, 
however, that holds the meaning. Instead, it is the relationship the person built with it. Even when 
an object connected an elder to a painful or sad moment of their life, they still might display it in 
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their home (Cipriani et al., 2009). It is not surprising, then, that older adults are often eager to 
share their stories, display their belongings, and reminisce about their memories (Phenice & 
Griffore, 2013). Because people in late adulthood are often faced with having to get rid of 
belongings, storytelling could help preserve an elder’s sense of identity. This can also make the 
downsizing transition process a little less chaotic and emotional (Phenice & Griffore, 2013). 
Reminiscing or storytelling about a possession can be especially helpful as adults discard 
possessions, one of the hardest parts of the process. As Ekerdt et al. (2004), stated “With some 
disposals, a little bit of the possible self may have been discarded, too” (p. S271). 
Elements of an Approach to Capture Older Adults’ Stories  
Behind Possessions 
 
As literature has shown, there are a number of different reasons older adults are faced 
with downsizing, and many elders at one time or another will have to engage in this process 
(Ekerdt et al., 2004; Lindley & Wallace, 2015; Luborsky et al., 2011). Downsizing can be 
difficult due to the strong ties many older adults have created to their possessions and how 
connected the ties are to the elder’s identity, legacy, emotions, and relationships (Ekerdt & 
Baker, 2014; Ekerdt et al., 2004; Ekerdt et al., 2012; Luborsky et al., 2011; Phenice & Griffore, 
2013; Tobin, 1996). 
In order to appropriately address the problems that surround preserving stories of older 
adults, an approach needs to be just as multifaceted as the existing problems. To listen to older 
adults means to create an approach that will preserve, validate, and honor them while also 
helping them to let go of their possessions, if this is their goal (Whitmore, 2001). To preserve, 
validate, and honor a story means to do justice to the complexity of a person’s stories about their 
possessions. The complexity of stories includes the emotional connections (about their 
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relationships with themselves and with others) that people have with their possessions (Ekerdt et 
al., 2012; Whitmore, 2001). It also means making sure that the stories and thus the older adults’ 
legacies are passed on to family, friends, caregivers, and the overall community (Curasi et al., 
2011; Marx et al., 2004; Whitmore, 2001). 
One way to meet these goals is to practice mindful listening while also using a digital 
approach. Photo-elicitation, photovoice, digital storytelling, and technology mediated reflection 
(TMR), in particular, may be useful in capturing the richness of stories. Photo-elicitation is one 
example of a digital method used to visually show cherished possessions while also conveying 
the personal stories surrounding the belongings (Whitmore, 2001). This approach can mix both 
photographs and question-answer interviews to convey the meaning and accomplishments of 
participants when they are telling their stories (Whitmore, 2001). Similarly, photovoice 
empowers participants by allowing them to take photographs of items. Participants can then 
share their personal story and photographs within their community (Wang & Burris, 1997). 
Another example is digital storytelling. This method allows individuals who are typically 
marginalized to record their stories in their own way to share their memories for themselves and 
others (Matthews & Sunderland, 2013; Tamura-Lis, 2017). Lastly, technology mediated 
reflection has also been used for recording daily events and experiences through photos, videos, 
and recordings (Tamura-Lis, 2017). 
When mindfulness is carefully combined with digital methods of capturing stories, it can 
preserve the richness of the stories attached to possessions. It also provides an opportunity to 
share these stories not only with family and friends, but also with others. The current study seeks 
to integrate these methods in working with older women to document stories about possessions. 
27 
 
Chapter III: Methods 
 
This case study was intended to better understand the connections older women have 
with their meaningful possessions. It also aimed to create an archive for each participant in a way 
that honors their story by using a grounded theory approach, mindful listening, photo-elicitation, 
and photovoice. 
Five older women were interviewed about their chosen meaningful possession(s). Each 
interview began with the researcher and participant getting to know one another. The researcher 
then began the interview by asking two broad questions that allowed the participants to tell their 
stories behind their meaningful possession(s). After each initial interview, the researcher 
followed-up with each participant within two weeks by asking two additional questions to 
understand how sharing their story impacted their connection with their meaningful possessions. 
Each of these interviews were audio-recorded and pictures of the meaningful possessions 
discussed were taken. 
Sample 
 
The primary population of interest in this study were women 64 years and older, living in 
central Minnesota, and who had an interest in being interviewed about their meaningful 
possessions. All participants of this study were cognitively intact. 
As stated in chapter one, the first participant the researcher found for this case study 
expressed her own interest in taking part in telling her story about her own meaningful 
possessions. In sharing this, the participant also expressed that she knew of others who would be 
interested in being interviewed. For this reason, a snowball sampling research method was used 




The parameters used to determine participants for this case study included gender, age, 
and an interest in sharing their stories of meaningful possessions and/or past experiences with 
attempting to pass on meaningful possessions and stories. To ensure each participant met these 
parameters, the researcher emailed a demographic information form asking about their age, 
gender, and interest/past experiences with their personal possessions to each participant to 
complete and return to the researcher. 
As discussed in chapter two, older women are typically more connected to their homes 
and possessions, making them more likely to be the ones who pass on their belongings and 
stories to others in their family or community (Ekerdt & Baker, 2014; Shenk et al., 2004). Along 
with this, women often are the ones who carry the emotional labor of finding someone or 
somewhere for their personal belongings to be handed down (Larsson Ranada & Hagberg, 2014). 
This process takes a lot of consideration as to whether the item will be respected, cared for, and 
appreciated. 
For example, a fictional situation is provided. A woman who is 75 years old is 
downsizing her belongings to make her home safer and more livable. She has one daughter who 
is in her forties. The older woman has a strong desire to pass on her personal belongings to her 
daughter, but runs into trouble because her daughter already has her own family belongings to 
manage. The older woman then has to find an alternative to what happens to her possessions. 
This process can cause a lot of anxiety for the older woman, because of the uncertainty of 
the future of her possessions. In addition, the daughter may not realize how much effort her 
mother puts into finding people or places who will appreciate the item. The thought put into 
deciding who or where the item goes is very important to the individual who owns the property. 
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This case study served to help value the emotional labor older women do when working 
with their possessions. This project also aimed to assist these women so that they know they are 
not doing this work alone and hopefully reduce some of the burdens they experience. Older 
women may not always receive appreciation for their work from family or friends while they are 
alive. This project intended to give appreciation to them now. Following this study and its 
results, I hope to provide a foundation for others to use as a stepping stone to inspire more 
empathy and mindfulness in the interviewing process of older adults. 
This exploration needs to include the emotional dynamics of older women and their 
possessions, as discussed in chapter two. This includes the often difficult process of telling 
stories about one’s possessions. Therefore, this population is important because it provides 
women with the opportunity to share their stories, knowledge, legacy, and history with others. 
Procedure 
 
The researcher reached out to the first participant of this study to begin identifying and 
scheduling interviews. Due to personal reasons, this participant decided to withdraw from 
participating in this case study. She did, however, suggest a few people for the researcher to 
contact who were interested in participating. The researcher then contacted one of the 
participants by phone and another by email. The researcher also connected with two personal 
contacts to recruit more potential participants. One of these participants was contacted by email 
and the other by telephone. The fifth participant was located by the researcher through a 
suggestion of the first participant interviewed. This participant was contacted via email. 
As the researcher contacted each participant, an email was sent to them that contained 
information about the case study and the informed consent form. The potential participants were 
then asked to sign and return the informed consent form (see appendix A) to the researcher if 
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they would like to take part in this case study. Each participant was also informed that they 
would either be filmed and/or audio-recorded, depending on which they were more comfortable 
with. Once each potential participant had agreed to participate in this case study and returned 
their signed informed consent form to the researcher, the researcher then sent the participants a 
second email. 
The second email asked if the participant would like to be interviewed in their home or in 
a public location, as well as their availability to be interviewed by the researcher. The 
participants were also asked to choose one to three transportable meaningful possessions to 
discuss during their first interview. If the participant agreed to be interviewed, they were then 
asked to complete and return a demographic information form (see Appendix C) and photo/video 
release form (see Appendix B). 
In order to fully capture the richness of the stories participants shared, the researcher 
practiced mindful listening during each interview. The researcher arrived at each interview with 
an open but curious mind. This meant that the researcher did not have any expectations as to 
what the participant chose or what stories they would share. Because each interview was audio- 
recorded, the researcher did not take notes. This allowed the researcher to be fully present with 
each participant by listening attentively and carefully and allowing them to have space and 
flexibility in telling their story. As recalling memories and stories can bring up emotion for some 
people, mindful listening was used by the researcher to listen with empathy and understanding. 
The pre-interview. Each initial interview began with the researcher and participant 
getting to know each other. The researcher asked the following questions: 




2. What do you enjoy doing? 
 
3. Are you from the local area? 
 
During the pre-interview, the researcher also answered any questions the participant 
wanted to ask. This pre-interview interaction served to allow both the researcher and the 
participant to become more comfortable with one another, and as a result, allowed them to 
practice mindful listening during the interview. The practice of mindful listening is a valuable 
tool for this study as it allows the researcher and participant to be at ease with one another and to 
be present. 
The interview. Once the pre-interview was completed, the researcher began audio- 
recording the initial interview. Each interview was one-to-two-hours long and the researcher 
asked the participant two broad questions: 
1. Are there certain possessions that are particularly meaningful to you? (This may be a 
possession that has been passed down for generations or something that you feel very connected 
to). 
2. How is this possession(s) meaningful to you? Why? 
 
At the end of each interview, the researcher offered the participant the following options: 
the participant to photograph the possession(s) they discussed during their interview, the 
researcher to photograph the possession(s) they discussed, both of these options, or neither of 
these options. Each participant was also asked if they would like to share their audio taped 
interview and photographs with their family, friends, or caregiver. 
The follow-up interview. The researcher then followed-up with each participant within 




1. Have you had any conversations and/or thoughts about your possessions since our last 
interview? If so, please explain. 
2. How has talking about your meaningful possession(s) changed your personal 
connection to the item(s)? 
Analysis 
 
The researcher first assigned each participant a pseudonym. Each participant was asked 
either during their initial or follow-up interview if they wanted to use a pseudonym or their own 
name. The participants were given the opportunity to choose their own pseudonym. Two of the 
five participants explained that they chose a pseudonym of a name they had always wanted. 
As the researcher began the initial interviews with each participant, transcription took 
place in the immediate days following each interview. The researcher then used a grounded 
research method, specifically inductive content analysis and inductive thematic analysis, to 
identify themes from the transcribed interviews (Charmaz & Belgrave, 2012). Themes were 
identified by finding common words, stories, and emotions that each participant expressed. 
While each participant chose different possessions and told different stories, the 
researcher also identified themes that may not have been expressed by all participants but 
contributed to the larger story the participants told. Categories were created based on common 
themes among the stories each participant shared to answer the following two research questions 
(RQ): 
RQ1: Does the use of digital devices (e.g. video, photography, audio recording) 
combined with mindful listening/interviewing help older women (adults) preserve, validate, and 




RQ2: How might this practice assist in passing on the legacy of older women (adults) to 
family, friends, caregivers, and community? 
The following chapter contains transcriptions from each of the participants interviews. 
The findings from these interviews are provided, including participant demographics and 
photographs of the meaningful possessions each participant discussed. 
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Chapter IV: Findings 
 
The purpose of this case study is to better understand the connections older women have 
with their meaningful possessions. By listening to the stories of five older women about their 
meaningful possessions, they shared how their stories were significant. 
The Participants/Demographic Information 
 
A total of seven older women were asked to participate in this case study in which five of 
were interviewed. They range in age from 64 to 86 years old. Four participants were Caucasian, 
and one was Asian/Pacific Islander/Singapore American Eurasian. All of the participants live in 
central Minnesota. Their past occupations and educational background varies greatly. Three of 
the participants are widowed and two are currently married. They have between one and six 
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Each participant was asked two questions during their initial interview. The first question 
they were asked was, “Are there certain possessions that are particularly meaningful to you? 
(This may be a possession that has been passed down for generations or something that you feel 
very connected to)”. All five of the participants were able to discuss at least one meaningful 
possession. Four chose three possessions to discuss, while the remaining participant chose two 
possessions (Table 2). 
Table 2 
 
Meaningful Possessions Chosen by Participants 
 
Name Possession 1 Possession 2 Possession 3 
Anne Library Card Book Diaries None 
Hedy Ulos Baby Foot Prints Poetry Book 
Larene Aunt’s Hand Painted 
Dishes 
Coffee Grinder Antique Lamp 
Carole Great Aunt’s Earrings Judy Doll Wedding Rings 
Dawn Day Grandfather’s Masonic 
Ring 
Mother’s Cigarettes Mother’s Baton 
 
The second question was “How is this possession(s) meaningful to you? Why?” For 
almost all of the participants their possessions were closely tied to events that happened in their 
lives. For Anne, her library card (Figure 1) and love for books, reading, and libraries ultimately 
led her to develop deep relationships with her family as well as a meaningful career, “Um when I 
went home I was free to be interested in these things as if they this little island of unusual people. 
Uh who loved to read books, you like to talk about books. Uh so I was like within my family I 
was safe to express ideas and ambitions that were wholly unacceptable”. Anne’s journey was not 
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an easy one, “When I was a graduate school and I had to finally talk in seminars I suffered so 
much knowing that I didn't want them to think I was unintelligent. And afraid of what would 
happen to me”. She suffered through most of her life in order to find her place in the world, 
“So what I have done is become who I was before. So I bike around town like I did 
when I was eight (laughs), you know, when I was a kid. I read a lot of novels but I try 
to make sure there’s biographies in it. I mean, I mean, actually the range of the sort of 
books I  read is a grown-up equivalent of what I was reading back in,  you know, 
1960. I don't have to care what anybody thinks about anything.”  
“Uh it's like all the best aspects of my youth are there and the bad ones have 
gone away”. Anne stated, “So I said that the library card was this special possession 
because that is what opened the first door that opened the next story that opened the 
next door partly for my mother, certainly for me”. 
Hedy explained that one of her meaningful possessions, an ulos (Figure 2) “which is a 
sacred shawl”, was given to her while she lived in a village in Indonesia, “And it was made by 
the uh family, the woman that sort of adopted me into her what they call it “clan” called Marga. 
It's a clan”. Another possession that Hedy connected with a life event was the footprint of her 
sixth and last miscarried baby (Figure 3), “And then basically I tied my tubes. So it's like (laughs) 
you know. It was hard. I mean I, I had my last child when I was forty-four um so you know, it 
gets harder as you get older, to have to have kids. But that was that. And then I did a poem that I 
can um I, I, I do poetry”. Hedy explained that after this experience, she wrote a poem as a way to 
express the emotion that she felt: “You know um poetry is for me a way to, to um go work 
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through, you know, all the different emotions that you have for different things”. Hedy went on 
to write a book of poetry (Figure 4) about her life experiences including breast cancer and 
miscarriage, “So from there you know I started doing more poems on the experience of of having 
breast cancer and then you know it naturally went into many other issues. So at some point you 
know I can publish more. But I decided to publish this on my own”. Hedy also used her poetry 
book to educate and empower women around the world: “So I've had women saying, ‘oh you 
know your poem made me go get a mammogram’ and I say ‘yes that that is the purpose of this, 
is awareness’ and um you know but also, you know, I am beautiful, one breast or two or none”. 
Larene explained the connection she felt with the dishes her aunt hand painted (Figure 5) 
and how they evoked memories of her aunt, 
“When I was a little girl I could remember visiting them and it was we all sat kind of 
in a circle and she and we were able to see these pant hand-painted dishes and that 
was a really special day in my mind, you know. Which is kind of foolish but it’s just 
what I remember”. 
Larene’s hand painted dishes are also of significance because of the way they came back 
into her life. After she learned that her niece had gone through a difficult period in her life, 
Larene asked about the whereabouts of the hand painted dishes: “And so I'm talking to her on the 
phone one day and she said ‘you know, oh aunt Larene you know I had to, I got rid of a lot of 
things’ and I said ‘well what did you do with your mom’s dishes?’ and she said ‘they're in an 
antique shop in Indianapolis’ (laughs)”. Larene explained that once she learned this, she and her 
husband drove to another state and were able to purchase the dishes from the antique store. She 




Okay. My husband and I were absolutely dirt poor. We were dirt poor yeah. But we but 
then our fun was visiting a lot of antique shops. And on our honeymoon we, we did that. And I 
can remember coming across that little grinder and actually I had never really seen one you know 
and, and he said ‘let's buy it’ and I said ‘Oh (states first name)’ (laughs) ‘we can't afford that’. It 
was ten dollars (laughs)”. Larene also discussed a lamp (Figure 7): 
“That was an anniversary gift from my husband and that was from you know an 
antique shop somewhere. I don't know. And I was just thrilled with that because it 
actually you know and filled it and we burned it and it was just really on occasion you 
know. And it was really it was an exciting thing to have”. 
Larene went on to tell the story the lamp brought up in her mind: 
 
“And so the story behind that it comes to mind immediately is that my husband was on 
the floor with his four sons and they were rolling and tossing and you know playing 
wild and they knocked over the damn the lamp. And so the glass globe if you look. 
Yeah. If you look closely it has been it wasn't it's not there was a great big chunk that 
broke out of it and we had to glue it. And then the globe in the middle had to be 
replaced.” 
Dawn Day discussed her grandfather’s masonic ring (figure 8) and how it brings up 
memories of her grandfather. She explained that she grew up in her grandparents’ home and that 
this allowed her to be surrounded by family: “It was such a great life. It was so it wasn't a great 
life for my mother because she was living with her husband's family. But just became really 




together and I have a picture of us”. Dawn Day also shared that her grandfather would read to 
her: “I remember he had yellow stain on his finger and he'd read the words and we followed”. 
Dawn Day also told the story behind how she found her mother’s cigarettes (Figure 9). 
She said, “My mother smoked. She told me it was because when she was in college she wanted 
to lose some weight. So she and some friends knew that if they smoked a cigarette and had drank 
water before each meal they’d lose weight”. Dawn Day’s mother continued to smoke even after 
she was told to quit, “And she started she developed some heart issues because she had 
rheumatic fever as a kid and the doctor said ‘(states mother’s first name) it’s your mitral valve 
you need to stop smoking’. And well she tried to stop smoking because everybody else stops 
smoking”. Dawn Day went on to say, “But she couldn’t and I know it’s cause of living with 
dad”. She explained: 
“So I thought cause he's, it just would have been (trails off). So um, so um, mom said 
‘well they want me to quit smoking’ and I said ‘okay how's it going’. Well she tried 
the patch. It didn’t work. So one day when I was back visiting my dad said ‘you know 
I caught your mom smoking she was told to quit smoking and she told me she would 
quit’. And he said every morning she was walking around the house and my mom 
was a gardener so it wasn't unusual. Then he said ‘one day I walked around the car 
corner and I caught her smoking’ and he said ‘I told her that if she didn't quit smoking 
I was gonna divorce her’”. 
Dawn Day explained that after her father said that, it was believed that her mother 
stopped smoking. When she went over to her parents’ house after her mother passed away, Dawn 
Day explained how she came across her mother’s cigarettes: 
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“Mhm. So apparently she quit smoking. And so one of the times I was over there I can't 
remember but I don’t remember if I was, what I was doing but I just I wanted this 
blanket or something. So that basket that’s sitting over there had a blanket in it and I 
pulled out this blanket. It was a number of years after mom had quit smoking. And I 
found this pack of cigarettes and a lighter in the bottom. Hidden in the bottom. She 
stored them down there. And I don’t know if she was still sneaking them or what. But I 
just kind of thought, ‘You go girl!’” 
Dawn Day also shared how her mother had started a handbell choir and taught the 
members how to read music, “And there she is. Now she what she did is she had people in that 
church that didn't even read music. And I saw it. She would color it all. She’d put it on big easels 
and then she'd color the notes”. After Dawn Day’s mother passed away, she decided to have a 
piece of music written for her mother. She and her handbell choir performed the piece during a 
church service and Dawn Day asked the director to use her mother’s baton (Figure 10), “He was 
like, he cries like me too (makes crying noise). I said, ‘I know–don’t tell the handbell ringers 





Meaningful Possessions and Life Events 
Participant Possession Life Event 
Anne Library Card Graduate school and career 
 Book Diaries N/A 
Hedy Ulos Lived in a village in Sumatra 
 Baby Foot Print Sixth miscarriage and Poetry 
 Poetry Book Self-published book 
Larene Aunt’s Hand Painted Dishes Connection/relationship with her 
aunt 
 Coffee Grinder Memories of husband/marriage 
 Antique Lamp Memories of husband 
Carole Great Aunt’s Earrings N/A 
 Judy Doll N/A 
 Wedding Rings N/A 
Dawn Day Grandfather’s Masonic Ring Connection/relationship with her 
grandfather 
 Mother’s Cigarettes Memories 
 Mother’s Baton Memories 
 
Many of the meaningful possessions the participants chose to discuss were items that   
had previously belonged to one of their family members. Larene discussed the story behind her 
aunt’s hand painted dishes. While the dishes were not directly passed down to her, she did obtain 
them indirectly through her niece. Larene also explained that the antique lamp in her living room 
was an anniversary gift from her husband. Carole also chose two possessions that connected her 
to family members. When Carole was a young girl, her great aunt gave her a Judy Doll (Figure 
11) for Christmas, “Well Judy my doll is probably the first gift I ever received from my great- 
aunt”. After Carole’s great aunt passed away, Carole was able to go through her belongings and 
decided to keep a pair of her earrings (Figure 12), “(Clears throat) But she loved dangly earrings 




Each of the three possessions Dawn Day discussed had previously belonged to a close 
family member. Dawn Day found her grandfather’s ring as she was going through her parent’s 
belongings, “Okay. So this what we did is we were going through my dad's closet and (states 
brother’s first name) said ‘well here's a box of jewelry I don't know if you want this’ and I 
thought it was my dad's mace Masonic ring and I was looking at it and I went ‘oh my gosh’”. 
Dawn Day also discussed her mother’s baton, which she found when she was going through her 
parents’ belongings, “So I had a piece of music written for her but what's really cool is when we 
went through the house I found her baton”. The third possession Dawn Day discussed was her 
mother’s cigarette pack, which she found by accident when she was looking for something else. 
One of the possessions Hedy chose to discuss was the ulos, which she received as a gift 
during her time in Sumatra. The ulos was hand woven by the woman and her family who 
“adopted me into her what they call it “clan” called Marga it's a clan”. These four participants all 
said that their meaningful possessions came from a family member with whom they either were 
very close or who meant a lot to them. 
Anne was the only participant who discussed possessions that had not come from family. 
Anne’s book diaries (Figure 13) were pieces she wrote while she was growing up to track which 
books she read and which she enjoyed: 
“So this is in 1960 and 1961 diaries I, I just would say what I was reading but I 
became a, kind of a fanatic, when I went to high school. Where is this? (laughs) Um so 
after that I kept lists of the books that I, I read um I read and I chose those books from 
um or a lot of them from another book, Clifton Fatima's “Lifetime Reading Plan” and 




Where Participants Meaningful Possessions Came From 
Participant Possession Origin of Possession 
Anne Library Card Library 
 Book Diaries Self-Written 
Hedy Ulos Sumatra Clan 
 Baby foot print Personal experience 
 Poetry Book Self-published 
Larene Aunt’s hand painted dishes Aunt/Antique shop 
 Coffee grinder Antique store 
 Antique lamp Husband 
Carole Great aunt’s earrings Received after her great aunt 
passed away 
 Judy doll Gift from great-aunt 
 Wedding rings Marriage 
Dawn Day Grandfather’s Masonic ring Family heirloom 
 Mother’s cigarettes Keepsake 




In a follow-up interview, each participant was asked two questions. The first question 
was, “Have you had any conversations and/or thoughts about your possessions since our last 
interview? If so, please explain”. 
Each of the five participants reported that they talked with their family and/or friends 
about their participation in this case study. However, none of the participants reported having 
any significant conversations with anyone about their meaningful possessions. Two of the five 
participants (Larene and Hedy) explained that their family has grown up with these possessions 
and know the stories behind each item: 
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Two of the five participants (Hedy and Dawn Day) reported having further thoughts 
following their initial interview. Dawn Day shared that after that interview, she was inspired to 
find additional photographs to share with the researcher and to elaborate more on the people she 
had discussed. She even found a teddy bear that made her think about her dad and thinks she 
may write him a letter. Both Dawn Day and Hedy also reported having dreams following their 
initial interview, which they believe were a result of talking about their meaningful possessions. 
The second question in the follow-up interview was, “How has talking about your 
meaningful possession(s) changed your personal connection to the item(s)?” 
When participants were asked how their personal connection to their chosen possessions 
changed, Anne was the only participant who stated that she saw her library card as holding even 
more importance than she originally thought. Hedy, Larene, Carole, and Dawn Day all reported 
that their connection had not changed. However, Hedy, Larene, and Dawn Day did in fact discuss 
some changes. Hedy said that while her connection with the ulos she discussed had not changed, 
she did have “Just maybe a deeper respect you know for for how it's made. I mean you're looking 
at indigenous weaving, um weaving that has come through many generations you know for her to 
have done that, uh the messages in there”. Larene also reported that she loves her possessions 
because of the memories they hold, “Because when I when I tried to say to you was the 
memories that I collected with these different items that are sitting around that that I love. 
Yeah. And uh they were, um, I, they didn't stir any new ideas in my heart at all because I, 
I really like old things and I like, I like this old house”. 
Dawn Day also had no change in her personal connection with her possessions, “It really 
didn't change anything it just motivated me to look for more. And yeah, I don't know that its 
changed much. It's certainly fun to go back and look at pictures and but it just I mean they've 
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always been important to me”. Dawn Day did report that discussing her meaningful possessions 
helped her find a new appreciation for them, “So I would say probably its really motivated me to 
take them out of the boxes and out of the packages and really display them or use them”. Carole 
was the only participant who felt that her connection to her possessions had not changed after the 
first interview: “You know you could you could replace the rings but you could never replace the 
reason that you had the memories for them and so that would be hard to lose the, the point of”. 
Additionally, three of the five participants discussed how they have recorded their stories 
about their lives, meaningful possessions, and hobbies. Anne and Larene had done this prior to 
being interviewed and Carole had recently been asked by her daughter to start journaling. 
The following chapter begins by revisiting what previous research has found in relation 
to older adults and their meaningful possessions. An analysis of the collected data from 




Chapter V: Analysis 
 
All of the participants in this study stated their belief that it is not their possessions 
themselves, but the stories and emotions they represent that truly matter. As this theme correlates 
strongly with the findings of other researchers (see Cipriani et al., 2009), it seems that this is a 
widespread viewpoint. The possessions we hold most dear are those that embody the most 
significant aspects of our life stories. Most importantly, those that we have received from family 
or loved ones often represent the junctures where our stories intersect with those around us. The 
participants in this case study report that they see their meaningful possessions as embodying the 
context, emotion and meanings of these intersections. Even when they represent difficult 
emotions or hard passages in their lives, the participants nevertheless consider these possessions 
to be precious. 
This seems contradictory: on one hand, the participants claim to believe that it is the 
stories and emotions connected with their objects that are important rather than the objects 
themselves, but on the other hand they see the possessions as embodying the context, emotion, 
and meaning of these intersections. Only one participant declared categorically that the objects 
were not important. 
In an effort to throw light on this paradox, the present study suggests that these objects do 
matter, not primarily because they remind us of a person or a story but because they are encoded 
with their owner’s identity. An important aspect of our identity comes from our relationships 
with family, friends, and others. It is not surprising, then, that most of these cherished possessions 
have come from these people, whether through the generations or since. It also makes sense that 
they want to pass on their possessions to their grown children or grandchildren. Even more 
significantly, they hope to find a way to pass on their life stories and the meanings encoded on 
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their possession(s). This is important because without this understanding the meaningful 
possessions may be seen only as “something of grandma’s”, which may cause the deeper 
significance–their own identity–to be lost to future generations. 
As my literature review shows, researchers have conducted extensive interviews to better 
understand the connections and meanings that their possessions house for older adults. The 
researcher’s primary purpose has been on helping older adults with the process of downsizing. 
While researchers have tried to better understand the meanings surrounding elders’ 
possessions, their findings do not often address embracing/preserving their owners stories and 
emotional connections. Not surprisingly much research has found that older adults feel more 
satisfaction when giving their meaningful possessions to people who will use, take care of, and 
appreciate them (Ekerdt et al., 2012). Marx et al. (2004) explored the ways that older adults were 
connected to their meaningful possessions and what they planned to do with them. Their study 
found that these possessions should be given to someone who not only is grateful for the gift but 
also ensures that they will preserve the identity of the original owner. For example, one study 
found that more than 98% of the older adults interviewed linked the identity of themselves and 
their family to their most meaningful possession(s) (Price et al., 2000). Moreover, it has been 
found that the stories attached to their possessions play an important role in bringing up 
memories and emotions (Price et al., 2000). These stories can transform the owner or may 
symbolize a transformation they underwent at a younger age. Another study completed by 
Hocking (2000) noted that meaningful possessions may help people reflect on themselves and 
their identity and transform themselves and others (as cited in Cipriani et al., 2009). Because 
these transformations are healing, they are an important part of our identity. 
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Other research has led some scholars to ask how older adults can detach or let go of their 
emotional attachment to possessions in order to dispose of them more easily (Ekerdt et al., 2004). 
However, it is important to look beyond just having people downsize and/or let go. There is a 
need to look at what kind of relationship individuals have with their meaningful possessions. 
This helps researchers, family, friends, and caregivers understand that, instead of having 
a generalized belief about people letting go, they must first understand the importance of that 
meaning. There is a need to help people process their emotions and stories so that they can let go 
of at least some possessions. 
Two participants in this study, Carole and Dawn Day, discussed their experiences with 
downsizing. Carole had downsized to prepare for her move into an apartment, while Dawn Day 
brought her parent’s possessions to her own home before her father moved into a long-term care 
facility. These two women have thus struggled with the question of whether to downsize or keep 
their possessions. In their follow-up interview neither of these women reported a new or different 
connection with their meaningful possessions as a result of their initial interview. For example, 
Carole did not encode a specific meaning because she is not emotionally dependent on her 
possessions. Instead, she found the meaning in her family and in their relationship. To Carole, 
there was no need to cling to her meaningful possessions or any problem in letting them go. In 
contrast, Dawn Day encoded completely on her possessions, rather than on family and 
relationships. However, she explained that she wanted relationships with family members but 
most of the have passed on and her father is difficult. In an effort to feel close to these people, 
she formed relationships with her meaningful possessions. 
While two participants (Carole and Dawn Day) did not report a change in their 




remaining participants did. Anne, Hedy, and Larene each described the meaning and 
transformative effects they saw in their chosen possessions. The stories attached to their 
possessions are about the transformative effect they had on their lives, especially toward self- 
actualization or the blossoming of their identity. 
Shaping/Blossoming the Identity/Story 
 
Each of the meaningful possessions the participants chose to discuss embodies a piece of 
their identity, their sense of self. While identity is important to each of the participants, it is clear 
that some of them experienced a transformation at some point in their lives. This transformation 
allowed the participants to blossom into who they are today. 
One example of this is Anne’s story about her library card. Anne received her first library 
card when she was a young girl: “I remember coming in writing my name so carefully knowing 
that this was the most special thing ever”. She grew up reading and spending much of her time in 
the local public library. She even began grading the books she read. Anne soon learned that it 
was not acceptable for girls to be into reading or to be smart. Anne stated: 
“So although I strongly felt that um girls were not supposed to be interested in the 
things I was interested in. Um when I went home I was free to be interested in these 
things as if they, this little island of unusual people uh who loved to read books, who 
liked to talk about books. Uh so I was like within my family I was safe to express 
ideas and ambitions that were wholly unacceptable um outside my family”. 
Anne’s family shared, valued and supported her passion for learning. Because of this, she 
read a variety of different books ranging from light reading to biographies. Anne’s love for 
reading and learning led her to pursue an education and graduate with a Ph. D from a prestigious 
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university, though her path was not an easy one. She stated, “So my my [sic] hope was in 
graduate school I would be a normal human being for the first time in my life. That I would find 
the environment in which it was okay for for [sic] me to reveal who I was (laughs)”. 
Unfortunately, due to years of hiding who she was, Anne found that that it was difficult for her to 
open up and reveal who she was in graduate school: “I mean I just died a thousand deaths. It was 
it was so painful”. Anne said, “When I was a graduate school and I had to finally talk in seminars 
I suffered so much knowing that I didn't want them to think I was unintelligent. And afraid of 
what would happen to me”. After a difficult, painful four years of doctoral school, Anne went on 
to teach at a number of universities around the country. She still had a passion for reading and 
would locate local libraries to visit. 
It was not until Anne accepted a tenure-track teaching position at a small private 
midwestern college, she began her transformation. She found that the college campus was mostly 
supportive and that it was safe for her to be herself, as the people at the university “thought it 
was wonderful that I was the way I was”. It was when Anne retired after teaching for 
thirty-nine years, she completely blossomed into who she currently is: 
“So what I have done is become who I was before. So I bike around town like I did 
when I was eight (laughs), you know, when I was a kid. I read a lot of novels but I try to 
make sure there’s biographies in it. I mean, I mean, actually the range of the sort of 
books I read is a grown-up equivalent of what I was reading back in, you know, 1960. I 
don't have to care what anybody thinks about anything…Uh it's like all the best aspects 




It was clear from Anne’s story that she went through the majority of her life feeling as 
though she did not fit into the larger world. Until she began teaching at the Midwestern college, 
the only place she did feel accepted and that she could be herself was at home with her family. As 
Anne began learning where she fit in the world and that, while not everyone will accept who she 
is, that is okay because she had found a place that she belonged. 
Relating to the Identity/Story of Others 
 
While the possessions the participants discussed reflected their own identity, it is 
important to recognize that these possessions also reflect on the identity of things close to them, 
such as family members, places, and experiences/events. As Larene was telling the story about a 
set of dishes that were hand-painted by her aunt, she explained details about who her aunt was 
and why she was special to her: 
“When I was a little girl I could remember visiting them and it was we all sat kind of 
in a circle and she and we were able to see these pant [sic] hand-painted dishes and 
that was a really special day in my mind, you know. Which is kind of foolish but it’s 
just what I remember”. 
Larene said that her aunt was “a very simple person. I think I mentioned that before. 
Simple in not high in big expectation at all” and that she was “a very sensitive, warm, wonderful 
person”. Larene believed that her aunt only went to school for six years but explained that she 
was “very, very gifted with her hands and very creative” which “all came through in her her [sic] 
painting”. Larene reflected after sharing her story by stating, “It’s it’s [sic] strange how people 
some people come into your life and they and they never leave. And they leave indelible marks 
and that’s what my aunt (states first name) did for me (laughs)”. 
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Larene’s story shows how people can relate to the identities of meaningful people in their 
lives and even influence or recognize their own identity. The words that Larene used to describe 
her aunt are words that Larene can identify with as well. This helps her to feel close to her aunt 
and therefore the dishes are an important tool for Larene. 
Carole told a story about her and her husband’s wedding rings (Figure 14). This led to her 
telling about her great-aunt and great uncle who raised her. Carole described her great-aunt as “a 
bullheaded Dutchman” and her great uncle as, “the sweetest, calmest, nicest, easiest-going man 
there ever was”. Despite some difficulty among their family, Carole is grateful for her great aunt 
and uncle raising her and says that they were both wonderful people. 
Anne described her daughter as, “Just fabulous. She’s outspoken, smart as a whip. An 
absolute sweetheart with the most tender heart, right”. She also described both her son and 
daughter as feminists. 
Fitting In (or not)/Connecting: The Intersection of Own  
Stories/Identities with Others 
 
A few of the participants also talked about how they either fit in or did not fit in with 
their peers, family, and the bigger world. As discussed earlier, Anne explained that she did not 
relate to the people at her school and that they did not relate to her: 
“So while the rest of the kids in the 1950’s were getting all of this stereo-type sex roles, 
I was reading about these women who could who broke rules left and right just like my 
grandmother did in her uh playing the stock market and just as my mother did by 
graduating from college as early as she did”. 
This lack of relation with her peers, and even teachers at times, led Anne to feel alienated 
from the world around her. Her love for books is what allowed her to learn about stories from the 
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bigger world and relate to the people she read about. This was Anne’s way of feeling like she 
was a part of the bigger world. As she shared, “sometime when I was a young woman, at some 
point my brother told me that I was "saved by books." I think that is true, and very perceptive of 
him”. Books did save Anne’s life. They helped show her that she had a place in the world and 
therefore provided her with the tools she needed to heal later in her life. 
Carole said that the most important thing to her was her family. Even with much of her 
family living out of state, she talks to each of her three children at least once a day. She also tries 
to talk to her extended family as often as she can. Just recently, Carole realized why family is so 
important to her: “My grandmother died, my mother gave me up, I had to move out of Aunt 
(states first name) and Uncle (states first name); the kids all moved away. (States husbands first 
name) traveled. So I guess I always felt that I was abandoned (cries)”. Carole says, “I'm just I’m 
just grateful to God that I have the family I have. And I, I was really blessed because, even with 
my dysfunctional family, we had many many good years”. And while Carole does have 
meaningful possessions, she said ultimately family is “The only thing you leave behind. I mean 
you know you leave this (referring to possessions) but if it goes someplace else it doesn't make 
any difference. But your family is your family”. 
Another participant, Dawn Day, also talked about her family. Dawn Day explained the 
story behind her grandfather’s masonic ring and why her possessions are so important to her. 
Dawn Day lived with her grandparents and parents for the first three years of her life. She 
remembers sitting on her grandfather’s lap as he read to her: “I remember he had yellow stain on 
his finger and he'd read the words and we followed”. While Dawn Day was close to many of her 
family members, she struggled to have a healthy relationship with her father. After she grew up, 
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she moved to another state and began a life of her own. She explained that her identity clashed 
with her father’s identity so much that he tried to keep the family’s possessions from her, 
something that he knew was important to her. In the end, though, after her mother passed away 
and her father was moving into a nursing home, she received a call to collect her family’s 
belongings. As she began going through her father’s closet, she found her grandfather’s ring. 
Dawn Day stated, “I didn't have anything from my grandpa and so this is pretty special”. 
She split many of her family’s possessions with her sibling and explained that, “I’ve thought 
about this a lot, why were these things so important to me? But it’s just because it represents 
some really wonderful years that my father took away from all of us”. 
Liberation: Connecting Creates the Ability to Blossom or  
Transform Self-Doubt into a Self-Actualized Person 
 
A few participants of this study explained that the stories behind their meaningful 
possessions was what was most important. Anne explained that her library card was most 
meaningful because it represented her life. She told the story from when she was a young girl to 
how she became the person she is today, “I owe it all to my library card, I do. And my family 
owes their unusual qualities to um to the library as as [sic] well”. Anne stated that she has passed 
on many of her life stories to her family in the form of what she called “memory pieces”. 
However, the stories she shared with this researcher are things She cannot write about, “It 
is still too hard”. Anne lived a life in which she felt she did not belong, but even so her story still 
wove in with the larger story of the world. It fit in with what her family believed in and valued. 
Anne even acknowledged this in her interview when she explained, “If I had been a girl 
interested in athletics, my family would not have been a good place for me to be”. Despite Anne 
having a supportive family, she still felt that it was unsafe for her to be her true self in the bigger 
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world. Anne’s library card is ultimately what gave her a ticket into the bigger world. Anne said 
of books, “I would say they shaped my life easily” and “I was just very, I just adored being able 
to read about all these interesting people um and I, I think again that that expanded horizons who 
I thought I would be as well [sic]”. Anne’s passion for libraries and books led her to fit into the 
academic world. 
Another participant, Hedy, chose to discuss the clay footprint from her sixth miscarriage. 
During the interview, she read out loud a poem she wrote titled “Cocoon: Miscarriage Number 
Six”. Hedy wrote this poem after her experience. She cried at moments as she read her poem to 
the researcher and went on to explain, “You know um poetry is for me a way to to [sic] um go 
work through, you know, all the different emotions that you have for different things”. Hedy 
went on to explain that she self-published a book of poetry and used it in some of the college 
courses she taught. Hedy’s goal in doing this was to use her own experiences to inform women 
around the world of common issues and encourage them to seek preventative measures, if 
possible. She also hopes to empower women to love their whole self, inside and out. Hedy stated, 
“So I've had women saying, ‘oh you know your poem made me go get a mammogram’ and I say 
‘yes that that is the purpose of this, is awareness’ and um you know but also, you know, I am 
beautiful, one breast or two or none”. Hedy has used her poetry to put her stories and experiences 
out into the larger world and help those who read it. These two examples show how stories, 
experiences, and possessions can intersect and result in healing and liberation for the person. 
If It Is Difficult, There is an Understanding That They Have on  
Some Level that it May Still Transform, This  
Object is a Necessary Tool for Transformation 
 
For a few of the participants, it was clear that they had faced obstacles in finding their 
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place in the world. They felt that their story was in a sense encoded on the possessions they 
shared with the researcher. They shared that they hoped they could update their context about 
their stories and find closure. If they were unable to do this for themselves, they hoped that their 
children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren did not face the same challenges but instead felt 
free to be who they are in the bigger world. 
For example, Anne shared that she knew she had to raise her children to feel comfortable 
being who they were. She said, “So my daughter who was born in 1980, she's from a different 
planet then I was” and “I have to say kind of raised her to be like this”. Anne passed her love for 
books, reading, and libraries on to her children who have also started passing this passion on to 
their own children. Anne did this to ensure her children knew they had a place in the world. 
Anne believes that she has healed and moved on from the painful experiences she faced 
in graduate school. During her follow-up interview she explained that the initial interview “Cut a 
little close to the bone”. She went on to say: 
“Um I think I always tend to over intellectualize things and I thought that I kind of 
coped with all the difficulties from that time period and I could get some distance on 
what it was like to be a young woman or a girl who was um as studious as I was and so 
captivated by learning. So I thought I kind of got some distance on that and, and I guess 
not because it was um, as I talked through it as you could see it was very disturbing that 
I put up with all this. You know just the way it was. So but as I mentioned in that 
question and tell me if this is the wrong place to bring this up and one of the reasons I 




For Anne, revisiting her experiences brought up a variety of emotions, helping her to see 
that the library card was more meaningful than she originally believed: “It is connected with a lot 
of things so I guess when I looking back now that I picked the library card I can see was even 
more important than I thought. That it, it connected with so many things at different levels”. 
It seems clear from the review of the literature that much of the research that has been 
done on what their meaningful possessions really mean to older adults seems to be driven by a 
desire to “help” people to downsize and to move into smaller spaces. As such researchers often 
see it, the objects themselves are not important, only the stories attached to them are. Therefore, 
they reason, that older adults can dispense most of their possessions. Such research misses the 
point of why some possessions are of great significance. They are in fact encoded with their 
owner’s identity because they mark the places where their lives have intersected with and are 
interwoven with the larger world outside them – into family and the larger society. In other 
words, they mark the places where their owners came to know that they were okay, that they 
belonged in the world. They are the material manifestations of a healing process that transforms 
those fortunate enough to experience it. One of the participants in the study (Anne) seems to 
understand this; the others do not (or not yet). 
Limitations 
 
A few limitations are important to note from this case study. There was little diversity in 
the sample of participants. All of them live in central Minnesota and four of the five are 
White/Caucasian. This lack of diversity could affect the findings of this study, as they may not 
be applicable to other cultures. Additionally, the sample size of this case study was small (five 
participants) and therefore may be difficult to extrapolate out to the larger population of older 
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women. It would be beneficial for future researchers to interview a wider diversity of 
participants to better understand how possessions have different meanings. 
The questions asked during the initial interviews were designed to be broad in nature; 
however, this proved to be problematic for two of the participants. These two asked for more 
direction as to what the researcher wanted to know about their possessions. While broad 
questions may be beneficial in allowing participants freedom in telling their stories, these 
questions do make the data analysis more difficult. Future researchers may wish to consider this 
when constructing their interview questions. 
Conclusion 
 
As the older adult population continues to grow, it will be imperative for researchers, 
families, friends, and caregivers to interview them about their meaningful possessions. The five 
participants in this case study explained that their possessions embody context, emotions, and 
meaning as well as connections with the larger world. Their possessions have also acted as tools 
for self-actualization and as means for their identity to blossom. Moreover, This case study 
shows that each individual has a different bond with their possessions; some people may encode 
deeply on them as a way of having relationships with family members, while others see them as 
memory cues. 
As some of the participants told stories connected to their possessions, they explained 
how their identity had blossomed into the person they currently are. Their stories do not always 
contain happy memories but sometimes hold memories that are painful and difficult to re-tell. 
Despite this, participants recognized the importance of recalling these memories and even 
underwent further transformation from this experience. 
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These findings show the importance of capturing the meaning older adults hold in their 
possessions using technology, such as audio recording, to help them pass their stories on to 
family and friends. Likewise, it shows the value mindful listening can bring when talking with 
older adults about their meaningful possessions. Furthermore, it is important for future 
researchers to understand what their possessions mean to their owners in order to better help 
them decide what to keep, what to let go of, and to whom. Researchers and others need to pay 
less attention on the physical act of downsizing and more attention to preserving/documenting 
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Appendix A: Informed Consent Form 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study about older women and the connections they 
have with their meaningful possessions. If you agree to be part of this research study, you will be asked to 
complete a one to two hour in-person interview addressing one to three possessions that are meaningful to 
you. This interview will be filmed and/or audio recorded, depending on which of these digital methods 
you are more comfortable with. 
 
Additionally, you will also be asked to complete a brief follow-up interview that will be audio 
recorded. You may either be interviewed in your home or in a public location. If you would prefer a 
public location, please choose possessions that can be easily transported. 
 
This case study aims to help preserve and honor the stories older women have about their 
possessions. The benefits of sharing your stories is that by doing so, you will be passing your legacy on to 
family members, friends, and caregivers in a mindful manner. In addition, this case study aims to provide 
a mindful/active listening interviewing format for future researchers. 
 
No risks are anticipated in this case study. One potential discomfort might be that sharing 
personal stories can be difficult or emotional for some individuals. If you become distressed, the 
interviewer will provide you with community counseling resources in which you may contact if you feel 
the need to talk with a professional counselor. 
 
All of your identifying information will be kept confidential. You will be assigned a pseudonym 
to protect your identity and stories. Your name will not be disclosed, and any direct quotes that are used 
from your interview will not be identified. If at any time you become uncomfortable answering a 
question, you may refuse to answer. After the research is completed, you will have the opportunity to 
review the transcripts from your stories. If you would like to make any additions or omissions, you are 
free to do so. You will be provided with copies of your filmed interview, photographs of your 
possession(s), and audio recording once research has been completed. All gathered information (filmed 
interview, transcriptions, photographs, and audio recordings) will be saved on a flash drive and locked in 
the researcher’s filing cabinet. 
 
Participating in this study is completely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate 
will not affect your current or future relationships with St. Cloud State University, or the researcher. If 
you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without penalty. 
 
If you have questions about this research study, you may contact Amanda Clemens, 
clam1101@stcloudstate.edu, or the faculty advisor, Phyllis Greenberg, PhD, 
pagreenberg@stcloudstate.edu, 320-308-3156. Results of the study can be requested from the researcher. 
Results will also be published in the St. Cloud State University Repository. 
 
Your signature indicates that you are at least 18 years of age, you have read the information 






Appendix B: Photo/Video Release Form 
 
I,  , give permission for Amanda Clemens 
(researcher) from Saint Cloud State University to photograph and videotape both myself and my 
personal possessions discussed during my interview. I understand that the photographs of 
personal possession and the videotaped interview may be used for publication purposes and my 







Appendix C: Demographic Questionnaire 
 
 
Name:    
 
1. Current Age:    
 
2. Gender (please check): 
 Female                                                             Male 
 Other:    
 
3. Ethnicity and Race (please check all that 
apply): 
 Caucasian 
 Black/African American 
 American Indian/Alaska Native 
 Other:    
 
 Latino/Latina 
 Asian/Pacific Islander 
 
4. Educational Background (please 
check): 
 Some high school 
 High school diploma 
 GED 
 Some college 
 Other:    
 
 Associate’s degree 
 Bachelor’s degree 
 Master’s degree 
 Doctorate 
 
5. Relationship Status (please check): 
 Single or never married 
 Married/partnered 
 Other:    
 
 Divorced or separated 
 Widowed 
 
6. Number of children (please check): 
 One 
 Two 





7. Annual Household Income (please 
check): 
 $25,000 or less 
 $25,000-$40,000 
 $40,000-$60,000 



















Appendix D: Photographs of Participants’ Possessions 
 
 
Figure 1: Anne’s Library Card 
 
 





Figure 3: Hedy’s Baby Foot Print 
 
 





Figure 5: Larene’s Aunt’s Hand Painted Dishes 
 
 























Figure 11: Carole’s Judy Doll 
 
 





Figure 13: Anne’s Book Diaries 
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